Managing and improvising: lessons from jazz by Barrett, Frank J.
Calhoun: The NPS Institutional Archive
Faculty and Researcher Publications Faculty and Researcher Publications
1998
Managing and improvising: lessons from jazz
Barrett, Frank J.
MCB University Press






© MCB University Press 
[ISSN 1362-0436]
Managing and improvising: lessons from jazz
Frank J. Barrett
Naval Postgraduate School, Monterey, California, USA
Offers a model of leadership
development based on the
metaphor of jazz improvisa-
tion. Examines the meaning
of improvisation as applied to
jazz and shows how man-
agers’ lives are similar to that
faced by jazz improvisers in
that they often face problems
which are unstructured and
ambiguous. Shows how the
metaphor can be applied to
other areas of organizational
innovation.
As we transition from the industrial era to
the knowledge era, we are faced with
unprecedented challenges. If the post-indus-
trial world has taught us anything, it is that
we must be prepared for the unimaginable.
We can barely keep up with the technological
changes, the agility of new markets, radical
new organizational designs. We know that we
are called on to relate in new ways, to envi-
sion radical possibilities, to unlearn many of
the basic tenets of industrial management.
Faced with the challenge of coordinating
diverse specialists to respond in novel ways to
unprecedented problems, we are living in an
organizational world that is making complex,
often contradictory, demands. In what has
been called the age of agile giants, strategy
formulation and implementation must be
virtually spontaneous rather than separate
activities. As positional authority is eroding
and giving way to knowledge authority, old
command and control models of leadership
development are clearly inadequate for these
times. One model that might offer insight into
the demands of the knowledge era is the jazz
band (see Barrett, 1998). The metaphor of jazz
improvisation is one that has rich potential
and implicative resonance: managers often
find themselves having to respond sponta-
neously to problems, to amend plans that are
incomplete and half formed anyway, to leap
before looking and see where one’s actions
lead. Serendipity has become a legitimate
source of learning, if not the norm. 
The word “improvisation” derives from
“improvisus”, Latin for “not seen ahead of
time”. Improvising involves playing extempo-
raneously, without a script. Music is com-
posed and performed simultaneously with no
rehearsal or chance to work out the ideas in
advance. Playing on the spur of the moment
means that good improvisers are risk takers.
Improvisation is a treacherous activity. There
is always the possibility that one will make a
mistake. Perhaps one will attempt to play a
passage that is incoherent or beyond one’s
grasp; maybe one’s ideas will not meld with
others and will lead to collective chaos. In the
meantime this risky activity occurs in front
of a live audience. There are no second takes
or chance to go back and revise what one
attempted in order to make it fit with others’
playing. There is only the possibility of mak-
ing use of whatever material is at hand at the
moment. The art of improvisation is often the
art of resourcefulness and bricolage  –  trying
something out, seeing where it leads, and
relating it to whatever else is available. 
Jazz improvisation is an exhilarating
adventure. Songs provides a minimal struc-
ture within which a great deal of spontaneous
interaction occurs. What keeps the music
from falling apart is the anticipation of future
based on the interpretation of past musical
utterances. After hearing the previous notes
and rhythms, players anticipate and guess
what is about to happen: these projections
become the frameworks that guide what
choices to play next. In the meantime, at any
moment players can introduce surprising
material that redirects the flow of the music.
Within the limited impersonal rule-bound
song conventions, there is a continual mutual
adjustment and ongoing negotiation that
keeps the music from becoming chaotic. 
The notion, however, that improvisation
involves pulling notes out of thin air, is mis-
leading. In fact, the best players practice
relentlessly so that they are prepared to be
spontaneous. They imitate the master
soloists, repeating patterns and phrases over
and over until they become tacit and auto-
matic. They call these patterns “licks”, that is
phrases they can rely on later when improvis-
ing. Although musicians practice playing
patterns and “riffs”, they cannot rely too
heavily on these when they construct their
solos. To do so would simply be repeating
routines. The goal of improvisation is to cre-
ate new music on the spot. For this reason,
when musicians play well rehearsed patterns
or repeat their solos, they are looked down
upon by other jazz players. There is a subtle
but important line that players must guard
against crossing. Certainly there are dangers
inherent in the improviser’s task, a tempta-
tion to play it safe, to play what is comfort-
able, known, and routine. But the best impro-
visers challenge themselves to stretch outside
of comfortable limits, to deliberately broaden
their repertoire beyond what has become
automatic. They practice in foreign keys,
import different styles, experiment with odd








territory. This points to a paradox at the heart
of improvisation. Players must learn various
tools and patterns, but when the time comes
to perform, they must find a way to let go and
allow the music to take over. 
One example of a jazz musician who knew
about his temptation and stretched himself
and his musicians to abandon familiar rou-
tines to explore new territory was Miles
Davis. Davis took a very young band on the
road in the mid-1960s – Herbie Hancock and
Tony Williams were barely out of high school.
Wayne Shorter and Ron Carter were new to
the New York jazz scene. Yet when they went
on the road to play to filled concert halls, he
forbade the band to practice. He told them
that he did not want them to “know” any
songs too well, that they should do their prac-
ticing on the band stand. He wanted to elimi-
nate habit and automaticity from their play-
ing so that they would continue to be fresh, to
be on the edge of their learning capacity
when it really counted – during the perfor-
mance itself. This was a risky endeavor and
was clearly a challenge for the young band.
But his challenges did not stop there. Often in
concert, Davis would call familiar songs in
strange keys so that the musicians could not
rely on learned finger patterns – they would
have to think anew even if the “songs” them-
selves were familiar. 
Davis practiced what I call provocative
competence. He was able to interrupt the
players’ routines and provide just enough
structure to facilitate some brilliant perfor-
mances. (In fact the live recordings of this
band are some of the most revered in jazz
history.) It is worthwhile to look further into
Davis’ leadership technique to glean what we
can about possible lessons. What made his
interruptions provocative rather than nox-
ious? First is what I call affirmative compe-
tence (Barrett, 1995). He held an affirmative
image of what these musicians were capable
of. The young musicians themselves were
nervous no doubt and worried about what
tricks Miles might pull next. But Davis had
more confidence in their potential at that
moment than they did themselves. If he had
been worried about them making glaring
errors (which they occasionally did) he cer-
tainly would not have stretched them quite so
much. He never forgot what they were capa-
ble of, how they sounded when playing at
their best. Second, the interruption was
incremental. We know from creativity
research that a modicum of anxiety boosts
attention necessary for innovative break-
throughs, but excess anxiety renders one
immobile and helpless. Davis’ incremental
interruption introduced just enough anxiety
to facilitate creative breakthroughs. There
was enough familiarity in the situation so
that the musicians had some reliable struc-
tures to draw on. They knew, for example, the
basic structure of the song even if the context
was now foreign. If the interruption was too
large it would have caused excess anxiety and
blocked creativity. Third, it is useful to look at
what happens after the interruption. The
music does not just stop, waiting for someone
to do something. That too would have raised
excess anxiety. Rather there was a temporal
structure in place that invited continual
activity. The song provided non-negotiable
minimal constraints through time. In a sense,
it provided a “running start”: they did not
have to create a brand new context, they
could join one in progress. There were no
interpersonal negotiations necessary to
decide what to do next. The song provided a
vehicle for collective movement through time,
like a train leaving the station, inviting the
members to get on board. They knew that
they had to take action even if they were not
completely sure where the music would lead. 
Implications for managers 
Managers’ lives are similar in many ways to
those of jazz musicians. Managers often face
problems that are unstructured and ambigu-
ous. They have to interpret vague cues and
devise novel responses which they had no
time to rehearse. In many circumstances they
find themselves jumping in and acting with-
out a plan or a guarantee of where actions
will lead. What can be learned from jazz
improvisation that we can apply to other
areas of organizational innovation? 
“Baptism by fire” can be a rich teacher
For jazz musicians, the more patterns and
“licks” that one has under one’s belt, the
wider the repertoire of possible responses
when novelty is demanded. Since musicians
improvise by building up a repertoire of mul-
tiple experiences and a myriad of styles, it
might be useful for organizations to prepare
managers for improvisation by increasing
their range of experiences so that they have
more knowledge resources to draw on. Man-
agers too often find themselves responding in
old ways to new situations, unable to imagine
other responses because they have not been
exposed to wider experiences. This has impli-
cations for career development. Many organi-
zations have practiced some form of job rota-
tion. However, the lessons of jazz might sug-
gest that we expand this even further, to
encourage employees to experiment with
radically different contexts that are challeng-








like Stan Getz practicing Brazillian music,
Chick Corea studying Bela Bartok, or John
Coltrane studying Indian modes. Rather than
wait until people are prepared to embark on
new, challenging experiences, there is some-
thing to be said for throwing someone into a
situation simply in order to widen his/her
experiential repertoire for the mere practice
of experiencing another perspective. Univer-
sities often espouse this practice in their
sabbatical policies. They encourage faculty to
embark on an entirely different path, to learn
an entirely new body of knowledge in order to
refresh themselves, to guard against the
temptation to become stale and lose the fire of
curiosity that should mark a field of inquiry.
Perhaps organizations could experiment with
the idea of giving employees experiences in
fields far adrift from their area of expertise as
an investment in the employees’ capacity for
fresh inquiry. Such building up of various
resources might pay off later when members
need to fashion fresh responses and spawn
novel ideas. 
Increase the processing of information
when employees are taking action
Jazz musicians have few reliable guides for
determining the future selection of notes.
What is essential to their note selection is
how they have made sense of the past enact-
ments. Often we articulate justifications and
rationales retrospectively in an attempt to
convince ourselves and others that whatever
has happened was the intended plan. We
often organize as if we are rational planners
and strategic willful decision makers, but
more often than not we are more like jazz
players who make sense of action after it has
occurred. However, if we take seriously the
notion of retrospective sense making, we
would provide more forums for individuals
and groups to process information within
close proximity to the acts taken. This would
imply that it would benefit organizations to
facilitate forums in which members can make
sense of action while it is taking place or soon
after. This is the agenda behind the US
Army’s after-action reviews. This learning
experiment aims to bring together all of the
players in a field exercise immediately after-
wards to process what each of the members
experienced and learned from various per-
spectives. The aim is to boost collective sense
making and give those who did not experi-
ence a certain facet of the exercise a vicarious
learning experience as lessons are gleaned
and captured. Perhaps organizations could
deliberately plan for activities that often
happen informally and haphazardly – people
gathering and exchanging views after 
significant actions and initiatives. Creating
something like “after action reviews” is akin
to providing some post facto structure to an
improvised solo, and offers the opportunity
for members to consider a variety of interpre-
tations. 
Take advantage of errors as a source of
learning
Some of the best jazz solos were inspired by,
or began with, mistakes of various kinds.
What jazz musicians often do when they
make errors is repeat them, amplify them,
embellish them so that they sound
intentional and coherent. Just as jazz musi-
cians must make the most of whatever mater-
ial they have before them, including the
inevitable mistakes that happen from time to
time, organizations would do well to value
errors as a source of learning rather than an
occasion for punishment. To punish errors is
to squash experimentation. Organizations
such as 3M have known for years that mis-
takes are often the inspiration for radical
innovations. Also, recent studies of health
care teams reveal that those teams that
openly talk about mistakes rather than hide
them, find ways to improve their processes
and are actually much safer than those teams
that punish mistakes and do not encourage
open discussion. 
Value appreciation as a mode of knowing
When jazz players are improvising, they can
never know for sure what their colleagues
will play. They have to respond to the enact-
ments they hear as they are happening. Every
utterance and enactment is a candidate for
departure and development of an inspiring
solo. Charlie Parker was inspired by every
sound he heard while soloing, even the sound
of car horns and bottles shattering. This
implies that musicians approach such enact-
ments appreciatively. Rather than criticize,
judge, or fix what they have heard, they 
simply assume that whatever is happening is
good and has potential. In order for the band
to work well together and support one
another’s soloing, they assume that every
utterance makes sense and is leading some-
where sensible. Recent research in the area of
learning and imagery formation supports
this notion that one learns better when 
focusing on success then when trying to
repair failures. Imagine organizations 
adapting an ethos that celebrates those
moments when people are operating at their
best and attempts to maximize those
moments rather than solving problems in
order to re-establish the status quo. Organiza-
tions that adapt appreciative learning cul-
tures (Barrett, 1995) and organizations that








innovation (Cooperrider and Srivastva, 1987)
have discovered that an approach focused on
solving existing problems is limited in forg-
ing visions of possibility. 
Enliven the sense of play
A sense of play is necessary to enhance the
openness, receptivity, and fluid coordination
that occurs when jazz players “strike a
groove” with one another. Too much serious-
ness and too much deliberate willfullness
inhibits play. When engaged in play, members
are more likely to “let go”, to suspend con-
scious thinking, to give up control in a way
that allows them to achieve a deeper synergis-
tic connection. Often musicians immersed in
this kind of play find themselves playing
beyond their previously imagined capacity.
Organizations might benefit by setting aside
contexts that legitimize play as a fruitful,
meaningful activity, one that might enhance
the sheer joy of relational achievement. 
Cultivate leadership that practices
provocative competence
The example of Miles Davis interrupting his
young musicians’ comfortable routines and
provoking them to new areas of discovery is
inspiring and a rich illustration of the role of
leader as facilitator of learning. Leadership
involves an affirmative capacity to deliber-
ately notice and focus on members’ strengths,
even when the members themselves have lost
sight of their capacities. In this sense, leader-
ship involves keeping hope alive. This is not
to say that leadership behavior is always
welcomed by those who are the recipients of
these gestures. I imagine that backstage, the
young players spoke of Davis’ tinkering in
less than glowing terms. Some might have
found him irritating. In a sense he used trick-
ery to draw out their skills. Such a leadership
capacity, in the wrong hands, could easily be
seen as manipulative or even tyrannical.
However, when leaders are able to provide a
holding environment that provides enough
safety for members to move away from famil-
iar responses and explore the unknown,
chances for new discovery and innovation are
increased. 
Conclusion 
In a post-industrial, global economy, man-
agers face increasingly complex environ-
ments, dealing with ambiguous information
and unanalyzable tasks. With such incom-
plete knowledge and inferior plans, they must
take action anyway. They must learn to facili-
tate and attend to unfolding agreements as
groups coalesce and disassemble. Managers
continually find themselves at the edge of
their competency. In such a context not to
take a risk is risky behavior. Jazz improvisa-
tion offers some lessons. As a metaphor, it
legitimates unconventional experimentation,
serendipity as a source of learning, resource-
fulness as a critical resource, and error-mak-
ing as indispensable to the creative process.
In a world in which yesterday’s responses
become inappropriate maps for today’s chal-
lenges, managers must improvise and would
do well to pay attention to what jazz musi-
cians are doing. 
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